Defining the Authority of ‘Security Agencies 


When Richard Helms was appointed 
director of Central Intelligence, I, as a 
former career officer and lawyer for 
CIA, wrote my first “Letter to the Edi- 
tor.” It was to The Post, and I praised 
, the choice. 1 

This is my second such letter, stimu- 
! lated by articles in The Post by Tom 
Braden (February 3) and others. The 
columnists seem consistently to miss a 
distinction vital to a sound approach to 
the problems created by the activities 
of CIA and other “security” agencies: 
The authority to conduct these activi- 
ties versus the political and social wis- 
dom of doing so. When we are of- 
fended by certain instances of domes- 
tic surveillance, we are quick to call 
them illegal, but what really bothers 
us is not that they are illegal, if they, 
are, but that they are offenses against 
the national spirit 

Braden has not attempted to define 
CIA’s authority and neither has any 
other writer I have seen. Assuredly, 
some of the law on this point is unset- 
tled, but it seems clear that the author- 
! ity is broad indeed. Whether CIA has 
treated it as being more broad than it 
is remains to be seen." If CIA has the 
legal authority to try to overthrow Hit- 
ler, then it has the legal authority to 
try to overthrow Trudeau, but the for- 
mulation of wise policy is hot always 
, so easy as ft is in this exaggerated con- 
' trast. j • . 


In any event, if the policy is legal, 
the policymaker bears the responsibil- 
ity. I am concerned about the public’s 
recent overemphasis on the acquies- 
cence by senior officials to political de- 
cisions of dubious wisdom. Within the 
framework of the , law, these officials 
ought to either resign, if conscience de- 
mands it, or acquiesce and be respon- 
sive to the direction of the elected 
leaders. If they do neither, they be- 
come independent powers not even in- 
directly subject to the will of the peo- 
ple. And when they are responsive, 
and the political directives they follow 
are bad, we can throw the elected 
rascals out, as, indeed, we have done. 

One reads of the shocking sabotage 
of a dissenting, professor, reportedly 
an independent lark by agents who 
still probably see Communists under 
beds. Even more horrendous are the 
celebrated clandestine operations con- 
ducted at the direction of the political 
leadership. Happily, our system has 
means, although different means, for 
dealing with both. 

It is difficult to guess whether CIA's 
more questionable adventures have 
been independently mounted or have 
been counseled and even directed by 
the White House. Before we make 
Ambassador Helms the patsy, we should 
find out which. 

H. Richard Chew. 

Arlington. ■ 



